Editorial
When I tell someone that I am a pharmacist who participates in short-term medical missions, I usually get a puzzled look and encounter a follow-up question about what I do on these trips. The context of the question seems to be unrelated to the medical background of the person posing it, suggesting that awareness of what takes place on a medical mission trip is generally lacking among health professionals. This editorial is meant to explain the role of pharmacists on medical missions and hopefully influence pharmacists to take a leap of faith and explore the possibility of participating in at least one short-term medical mission trip.
I started my journey with medical missions through academia. I was about to take a group of student pharmacists on a short-term medical mission trip and was looking for partners. I found myself having to explain how pharmacists and student pharmacists could contribute on a medical mission trip. It's analogous to explaining what pharmacists are capable of doing to someone who views pharmacists as capable of nothing more than filling prescriptions. The thought of bringing along at least 12 pharmacy students confuses people even more about how their time would be occupied on the trip. Therefore, for all of you who never thought about attending a medical mission trip, and might be a bit curious about what it entails, please consider the following benefits, which, under the proper circumstances, can translate into life-changing opportunities.
1. Develop an appreciation for the US health care system. I don't want to get into politics or to try to convince you that our health care system is perfect or is not broken, but serving on a short-term medical mission trip provides insight into the health care deficiencies and disparities in other parts of the world. If you have ever felt unappreciated in your job, you will not experience that on a mission trip, as "all hands on deck" is the norm as everyone pulls together and collaborates to serve patients who are in desperate need of your services, even if you feel that the services being provided are woefully inadequate in relation to what the patient actually needs. 2. Observe that the pharmacy education and training you received in school and on the job provide you with the skills to do so much more than what the law in most states allows. I love to see the look on students' faces when they follow along with a pharmacist for the first time in a short-term medical clinic and see what he or she does (such as triage, diagnose, and counsel). They instantly become motivated to pay more attention to what they learn in school about patient care. They also gain a better appreciation of the need to advocate for the profession and support changes in laws and regulations that will overcome the restrictions to expanded roles in patient care. I should point out that my clinical involvement in foreign medical mission clinics did not occur instantly. It resulted from return trips to the same area of Costa Rica that enabled our team to establish trust with local physicians and nurses. Trust is a universal prerequisite to interdisciplinary health care, wherever care is being provided. 3. Witness unique diseases and conditions. Many of the conditions treated are similar to what would be observed in an ambulatory setting in the United States (eg, muscle aches, infectious diseases, allergies, asthma, hypertension, digestive issues), but you will also treat some conditions that you have only read about in books or learned about in pharmacy school but have seldom encountered. This pushes the boundaries of our comfort zones and helps us to grow as professionals. 4. Teach you to be innovative and think outside the box. You will have access to many resources on a mission trip, but there will be an even greater lack of resources, some of which are critically needed. This disparity forces you to think creatively and sparks innovative solutions to problems. 5. A means to experience interprofessional team work. Student training in all health professions has ramped up the impetus to engage students in interprofessional education, based on a growing appreciation of the importance of having health professionals function collaboratively and synergistically. During a medical mission trip, arbitrary boundaries are reduced and a team-oriented atmosphere prevails. Providers seem to develop enhanced respect for colleagues from different disciplines. Something miraculous seems to occur when people work side-by-side for a worthy purpose under less than ideal conditions. 733563H PXXXX10.1177/0018578717733563Hospital PharmacyFerrill editorial2017 1 California Health Sciences University, Clovis, USA 6. To give back for the blessings you have received. I think many in the United States have lost the desire that President Kennedy instilled when he started the Peace Corps in 1961. More than ever, we are a global community and it is not enough for us to only serve in our own backyard, but also around the world. Anyone can serve on a mission trip to provide services such as building structures, cleaning up areas, and educating children, but as a pharmacist or student pharmacist, you are uniquely trained to provide medical services.
On the medical mission field, the benefits of having pharmacists on the team are unequivocal. Once medical teams include a pharmacist on a mission trip, there is no going back, and it becomes unthinkable to conduct a trip without a pharmacy provider. I once led a team of 31 pharmacists and students, and we were all busy the entire time.
If you are at all interested in exploring the possibility of serving on a medical mission team, there are many organizations that you can partner with and ample resources are available to help you get started. One of my favorite websites for accessing such information is medicalmissions.com. The organization also sponsors annual conferences with exhibits and programs from which you can learn more about the process of medical missions. I attended the conference for several years before finally taking the plunge, and then I was hooked! If you don't think medical missions are for you, you can always donate to mission organizations or sponsor a trip for a friend or family member.
